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I dedicate this collection of stories to my parents. Your love means more than I could ever write. 
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Preface 
 
April 10, 2020 
 
To explain my background with writing, I’ll start with saying I didn’t know the 
difference between a prologue and a preface until assigned to write one a few weeks ago, and I 
couldn’t remember which word our professor used on the Zoom call.  
I didn’t know what a Zoom call was, either, until last month. Zoom, as I’ve learned, is 
just a useful platform for providing a giant mockery of humanity’s technological prowess. We 
can have video meetings with people from across the world, complete with virtual backgrounds 
and fun effects, but we can’t outsmart a little virus. As a species, we’re both highly skilled and 
extremely incompetent.  
That theme is quite personal for me. I came into college having never taken a creative 
writing class before, but I was “highly skilled” at writing history/philosophy/literary essays. I 
didn’t think story writing would be that different, so I signed up for my first creative writing 
class on a whim. I saw a professor who had good ratings, I needed a course to fill my schedule, 
and poof! I was blessed, for three years in a row, with the wonderful teacher, mentor, and friend 
Rosa Durban. She helped give me a reality check about the challenges of fiction, showed me 
how easy it was to be extremely incompetent at writing, and became part of the reason I pursued 
a creative writing minor. Year after year, she encouraged me to keep practicing this complex and 
beautiful art, to keep believing in myself, and to keep searching for the bit of humanity in the 
world that keeps us all going.  
It's worth noting that my other areas of study, environmental science and math, have 
occasionally seeped their way into some of my stories. Creative writing has opened up an artistic 
avenue to express these other interests in ways that my STEM classes rarely encouraged. Though 
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difficult to effectively weave a pro-conservationist ethos into my stories, I’ve found that even my 
scientific essays have benefitted from taking creative writing classes. I’m better equipped for 
conveying scientific facts in a story-telling manner.  
Over the years, writing has provided some much-needed breaks from STEM work. 
Sometimes, though, when a story just isn’t working out, I’ve found myself craving the simplicity 
of a good old-fashioned math problem. I’ve fantasized about owning a buzzer that says “this is 
the correct way to do writing” and “this is the incorrect way,” no subjectivity involved. No 
dealing with rules which can sometimes-but-not-often be broken. No situations where it might be 
okay to create a story in this way, but it might not. So, in balancing both STEM and humanities 
disciplines throughout college, I’ve given myself a fulcrum to hold onto sanity.  
When I think back on my trajectory toward becoming a writer, I think back on my first 
workshopping experience. I had written a (very bad) story, handed out copies for everyone in the 
class to read and critique, and prepared myself for praise when it was my turn to receive 
feedback. Classmates delicately mixed kind words with compliment sandwiches while pointing 
out my story’s obvious and numerous flaws. I got so flustered while receiving this feedback in 
class that I cried. But I worked hard on that story! I was vulnerable with you all! I wanted to 
shout. I was decidedly not a fan of Class Workshopping. 
And yet, how things change with time. I started to realize that story critiques were not, in 
fact, personal attacks, but helpful suggestions. Like going through growing pains, I came to see 
the utility and importance of feedback. If you’re like me and happen to be (occasionally 
unreasonably) stubborn, then you’ll have an especially difficult time killing your darlings. That 
is to say, rewriting and changing parts of your story that you have grown so attached to that you 
put them on a pedestal. But, like going through growing pains, I learned that writing and 
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rewriting, though uncomfortable, doesn’t have to be where you lose your voice. While I’ve 
learned how to accept feedback over the years, I’ve also learned how to discern which 
recommendations feel inauthentic to me. In that process, I’ve become more confident in my 
ability to turn down certain suggestions, and—at the risk of sounding cliché—this has applied to 
other areas of life, as well. Maybe it’s just a part of growing older, but I think there’s something 
about going through routine feedback sessions that really helps slash down your ego, build that 
confidence back up, and ultimately provide a sense of self-assuredness that can be hard to find 
elsewhere. Slightly traumatizing, but highly effective.  
Some of the phrases I’ve heard a lot lately are “you must be able to get so much writing 
done during quarantine with all that extra time,” “that’s a lot of work for a minor,” and “this, too, 
will pass.” The ideas behind this commentary have actually played huge roles in shaping this 
thesis and in shaping me, as I reflect on writing during Covid-19. The notion of getting lots of 
creative work done during one of the most sedentary, scary, and socially isolated times of my life 
is…almost funny. If, you know, the world weren’t literally falling apart during my senior spring 
of college and I didn’t worry constantly about my family members who are healthcare workers 
or my immunocompromised friends or the job market for after “graduation.” Maybe there’s a 
type of humor lying deep in that sentiment, and it’s one of those jokes that takes time to mature. 
That’s what I’m counting on for now.  
Next, I will agree plainly, openly, and wholeheartedly that writing an optional thesis for 
an optional minor which is unrelated to whatever field I will eventually pursue a job in is, 
indeed, “a lot of work for a minor.” I guess I kind of knew this would be the case going into the 
Senior Honors class, but it became especially evident after our class signed a contract 
committing ourselves to writing a minimum of 5 days per week, every week. I started to realize 
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that declaring a creative writing minor meant declaring a creative writing lifestyle. My writing 
took priority. I made daily to-do lists, and at the top of each day’s list was “WRITE.” I skipped 
joining friends on nights out to stay back and work on writing. I even missed some cross-country 
practices for my writing. But somewhere along the way, I realized I wanted to write, so it didn’t 
always feel like a sacrifice.  
Lastly, to explain the title to my thesis, I need to express the countless times I’ve been 
told in the past few months: “Maiya, I know things are hard, but this, too, will pass.” Everyone 
from my optimistic best friend to my well-meaning grandmother to my caring professor has 
believed, for the times when I couldn’t believe it myself, that the hardships we face will come to 
an end. That a devastating breakup, a senior year quarter-life crisis, and a worldwide pandemic 
don’t have to define My Story. That there’s an end to the long stretch of hurt and pain. 
I’d be lying if I said that I’ve come to believe with every fiber of my being that this is the 
case. That this, too, will pass. But four months ago, I was absolutely certain that this suffering, 
unbearable at times, would not pass. I was going to be stuck in my pit of despair forever.  
But somehow, bit by tiny bit, time has changed things. Just like the strangely endearing 
character Garrett (from my story Signs) wrote in a letter to his college ex-lover: P.S.- It’s been 
nearly a decade, and it turns out, time does change things. We grow, our tastes develop, our 
perspectives shift. A decade from now, I believe I will have the wisdom and life experience to 
confidently state to the current me: “Maiya, this, too, will pass.” But for now, I’ll satisfy myself 
with the change that’s occurred over the past school year. The start of a belief that things will get 
better as the little smidgeon of hope has begun whispering inside me that maybe, after all, This 
Too Might Pass.  
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Dinner at Applebee’s 
 
Michelle, a “caregiver for older persons,” prepared to listen for the fortieth time about 
what Andrew could have done to save his marriage which had ended 31 years ago. They sat 
down at Applebee’s for the Tuesday Senior Special and Michelle looked over the menu while 
wondering if Andrew would start today’s rehashing with blaming himself first or if he’d jump 
straight to blaming his brother for the divorce. Another evening shift working for Care From 
Home, Inc, whose motto of “caring through the ages” somehow always made Michelle’s eyes 
roll involuntarily to the back of her head when she read it on her name badge. 
“Maybe I could have done more,” Andrew began. Michelle looked at his liver spots 
across his hands as she helped lower him into the booth by offering her arm. Old age didn’t look 
good on anyone. Michelle had been taught by her grandmother different methods of hiding 
blemishes with mixtures of creams, moisturizers, and concealers when she was in high school.  
Maybe you got a mole for every time you complained about your ex-wife leaving you. 
 “Maybe I should have been more patient. I know there are things I’d do differently now. 
But let me tell you, if Zack hadn’t gotten involved, things wouldn’t be where they are today.” 
Zack, the antagonist of Andrew’s life and the only other person besides Michelle who Andrew 
regularly saw, received blame for nearly everything that went wrong in Andrew’s life. Andrew 
forgot to take his meds for heart disease? Zack probably moved them to a different counter last 
time he came over. Andrew couldn’t find a way to move past the divorce? Zack always said 
things that reminded him of their marriage. Michelle’s equivalent “Zack” in her life was her 
mother, but you didn’t see Michelle complaining about her.  
“Mm, that sounds hard.” Michelle thought of what her therapist would say to Andrew 
right now, but realized it would probably be too harsh coming out of her mouth. Her job wasn’t 
 - 9 - 
to help him emotionally. She was hired to keep him physical company and to check in on him 
and make sure he occasionally got out of the house. She was hired to eat dinner with him, not to 
fix him. It was a similar relationship to the one she had with her mother. 
“I mean, look at me. If Rosaline and I were together, I wouldn’t be eating dinner at 
4:30pm with a paid grandpa sitter. I’d have saved more money over the years and we’d be retired 
in a beach town, and I’d take her out for happy hour right about now. But there’s no point. 
Moving away from this town just didn’t make sense after everything, and the kids, and…” 
Andrew gestured around the empty, run-down restaurant. He was like a broken record. 
Michelle nodded and mmhmed again, a trick she realized had been used on her countless 
times during her sibling-less childhood afternoons spent talking at her nanny. The mmhmm was 
enough to set Andrew into continuing talking about his divorce, his brother, and his sad life. 
Michelle stifled a yawn, checked her phone for texts from her most recent Bumble match, and 
planned in her head which re-run of Glee she would treat herself to tonight. Maybe, if she hadn’t 
heard it all before, she’d be more invested in his monologue. Maybe not.  
The light brown tri-fold restaurant booth cushions pushed into Michelle’s back and made 
her arch forward around their stiff, rubbery curves in an entirely unflattering way to her own 
curves. Though only 30, Michelle was sure her back aches were almost as bad as any given 
client of hers.  
“…well, you would probably understand, but every man she ever met would want to ask 
her out, and then when my brother told her she should try going on a blind date if she was so 
inclined, well…” 
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Michelle was eyeing the mac and cheese casserole, which looked great in the picture on 
the menu, but the hostess had said that the special of the day, broccoli cheddar casserole, was 
done nicely tonight. 
After the waitress took their orders, Andrew kicked Michelle under the table. 
“That’s Rosaline. That’s her. I’ve told you I’ve seen her around town, but goddammit 
why is she coming to Applebee’s at an ungodly early dinnertime hour today? That’s her.” He 
spoke a mile a minute, almost inaudibly, and was already red from the neck up. Andrew had 
previously said he and Rosaline ran into each other about once a month, and that they typically 
nodded at each other or, if possible, avoided each other. Michelle had an ex that she did the same 
thing with, so when Andrew started slightly coughing on his water, the panic of seeing an ex in 
person felt familiar. Rosaline and Andrew usually crossed paths at the main downtown stretch of 
the suburb. The restaurant setting was new. Since Michelle’s only outings with Andrew were to 
restaurants or doctor’s offices, she had never seen Rosaline. 
When Michelle turned to see where Andrew had been looking, she saw the back of a 
woman in a burgundy knee-length parka with curly salt-and-pepper hair sticking out beneath a 
gray felt cap, with a large swirly-patterned cane in her right hand. She looked like a movie star 
who had initially planned to go out in public incognito, but couldn’t bear to part with any of her 
fine, stylish apparel. She held herself like the world was meant to wait on her. Apparently 
Rosaline had not seen Andrew, but when Michelle turned back to face Andrew, she saw he was 
standing up outside the booth and preparing to leave. He often needed help getting up, but now 
he was leaning against the back part of the booth, all on his own.  
“Andrew where are you—”  
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Rosaline took a seat at the bar on the other side of the restaurant, out of earshot, with her 
back still turned away from Michelle and Andrew’s booth. She carefully took off her hat, leaned 
her cane underneath the bar, and as she was taking off her coat, began to turn in Michelle’s 
direction. Andrew was already out the door and had left the restaurant unseen by Rosaline.  
Michelle squinted and looked at Rosaline’s forehead, noticing the series of parallel lines 
that reminded her of her own mother’s constant raised brows, permanently expressing in her face 
her disbelief that her daughter, her only daughter, would amount to anything productive in the 
world. Rosaline began walking toward Michelle, and Michelle found she couldn’t take her eyes 
off her. Although Michelle had only half been paying attention throughout most of Andrew’s 
long-winded spiels about Rosaline, she still had heard at least 4 full shifts’ worth, or 
approximately 32 hours, of details about this woman’s life, her interests, her hobbies, her 
children. She had given birth to twins, 58 years ago, and only one had survived through infancy. 
Michelle watched Rosaline, saw how a woman who bore the grief of losing a child was doing 58 
years later, now a grandmother. Andrew was now pacing in the parking lot. 
As Rosaline approached, Michelle noticed that her discolored moles and saggy cheeks 
marked her age as similar to Andrew’s, at least 80, maybe 85. She was roughly double 
Michelle’s age, but her physique and posture from behind would never have given away her 
years. An image of Rosaline training for a triathlon—a detail Andrew had once told in a story 
about her—crossed Michelle’s mind. She wondered if Rosaline was still into Jazzercise, or if she 
had made the trendy switch to doing P90X. 
“Do I know you?”  
Rosaline’s question drew Michelle out of her daydream. She was being asked at an empty 
restaurant reserved for senior citizens at this hour whether or not she knew the ex-wife of her 
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client who was currently-- Michelle glanced out the window from the booth-- juuling in the 
parking lot and doing fake-out boxing punches. If Michelle hadn’t read his medical file, she 
could have mistaken him for a lost dementia patient, escaped from a nursing home. But Andrew 
had no known mental deterioration. Michelle had never seen him juul before, and was slightly 
pleased at the fact that he had successfully hidden it from her for the two months she’d known 
him. A secret detail of his life that didn’t have to do with Rosaline or Zack. A different type of 
vice.  
“Sorry?” Michelle laughed, not at Rosaline or Andrew, but at the thought of what the 
observing hostess, standing in between them and clearly eavesdropping on the entire encounter, 
was thinking. If Michelle were the type to have enough energy after work to maintain a blog 
about her job as an elderly care assistant, she was certain this moment belonged in this week’s 
noteworthy stories. But the more Michelle’s mother told her to keep a blog, or try yoga, or start a 
YouTube cooking series—all goals which Michelle had expressed interest in at some point in 
time—the more Michelle couldn’t do them. There was no way she’d live up to her mother’s 
expectation, and it was easier to not start a project than fail.  
“You were looking in my direction for quite a while.”  
“Oh, no, I was just admiring your coat.”  
Rosaline had left her hat and coat at the bar after walking over to Michelle’s table and 
arrived just as the waitress brought over Michelle’s mac & cheese casserole and Andrew’s 
catfish platter with mashed potatoes.  
“Well, alright. I’m having a hard time recognizing people these days, and I seem to know 
a good 80% of this town anyway at this point, so I figured I’d ask.”  
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Out of the corner of her eye, Michelle noticed Andrew sit down on the curb, removing 
himself from Rosaline’s line of sight. She still hadn’t noticed him. His little imaginary boxing 
match hadn’t seemed to give him the courage to even be seen by his ex-wife from three decades 
ago.  
“Oh well, you know, I got that pea coat in Belgium, last fall, as a matter of fact. It’s real 
fur on the hood.”  
“Mmmhmm, that’s lovely.” Mindlessly prodding Rosaline to continue her ramblings 
came naturally, just as she did to Andrew and most of her clients. She noticed she even did this 
when talking to her best friend on the phone lately. Lots of mmhmms and uh-huhs while 
scrolling through Facebook and Pinterest.  
Rosaline looked back at where she left her belongings draped over the tarnished silver 
backing of a tall barstool. She had folded over the top of her jacket to show off the inner lining of 
fur, making sure none of the coat was crumpled in its hanging. Her entire wardrobe contrasted 
starkly with the crusty interior of the restaurant. Rosaline smiled at Michelle, then looked back at 
her coat and let out a long sigh, during which Michelle watched Andrew stand up and walk 
across the parking lot and back again. Michelle spent summer evenings as a high schooler 
watching birds cross neighborhood streets back and forth again, seeing their patterns of flight 
change as they flew overhead. Michelle’s mother would scold her for not using her time well, not 
reading or exercising or preparing for the next school year. Andrew’s parking-lot-crossing 
pattern was less interesting to watch than the birds’, less remarkable. He was now pacing its 
width again, toward and away from the Applebee’s double-door entrance. The humid suburb 
weather, which always seemed to be threatening rain in the spring months, could not possibly be 
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pleasant for an 84-year-old to be walking around in. Michelle sighed to herself and looked back 
at Rosaline.  
“Well, my coat cost me about 300 Euros, and do you know how much that is in dollars? 
I’ll just tell you, it’s pricey. But I like the coat a lot, gives me a sense of purpose, you know?”  
“Mm, uh-huh.”  
Back in college, Michelle had a suitemate who would constantly tell her the price of her 
bathroom toiletries and accessory items. Michelle pictured Rosaline as a college roommate and 
immediately decided they would not get along. 
“I don’t like other people touching it, but you can look at it all you want.” 
Rosaline looked back at her jacket and then out the window. Andrew’s back was turned, 
making him unrecognizable with his bland black Walmart-brand coat. It was hard for Michelle to 
picture Andrew and Rosaline as a couple. Even though he blabbered about Rosaline endlessly, 
Andrew was endearing in certain ways that only struck Michelle now that she was talking with 
his ex-wife. Andrew always asked how Michelle was doing at the start of every shift. He told her 
she could have any job and that she was a saint for putting up with him. He told her any man 
would be lucky to have her, but that at the ripe age of 30, she should think about settling down 
soon. He meant well.  
“It’s a lovely jacket.”  
“Surely you have a man who could buy you something nice like this, right? You’re 
certainly the age to be married.” 
Andrew was at the far end of the parking lot now, still pacing. He momentarily looked as 
though he were heading to a parked car, but then he stopped and began to turn around to 
continue his pacing. He was like a tiger in an enclosure at a zoo. Panicked, trapped, and too 
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anxious to do anything about it. Michelle hurt with him. And he was approaching Rosaline’s line 
of sight. 
“Where did you get your hat?” Michelle asked, standing up and blocking Rosaline’s view 
out the window behind her. Rosaline turned around to face the bar, admiring her tasteful hat 
placement on the chair which was turned so that the majority of people in the empty restaurant 
would be able to see the sewed-on fabric flower. The placement had to have been intentional. 
“Oh, that old thing? It’s just from Macy’s. Nothing special. Are you heading to the 
bathroom?” 
Rosaline stepped aside, and Michelle stepped again in front of her to continue blocking 
her view out the window. Rosaline was now eyeing the two full meals on Michelle’s table.  
“Oh, no, I’m just stretching. I got to make space for all this food. I was really hungry 
when I ordered.” 
“Well, you better watch your figure. It’s the best advice I can give to an unmarried 
woman. What did you say your name was?” 
“Michelle.” 
“Michelle,” Rosaline said. “I’m Rosaline. Take care.” 
“Ahem, Michelle, we need to go.” Andrew walked in, sweaty and weepy, and awkwardly 
and forcefully interrupted Rosaline’s introduction.  
“Andrew, hi.” Rosaline matched Andrew’s terse tone without missing a beat. Cold, false 
confidence, and a note of pain. Michelle was well acquainted with the feeling. Whenever she 
spoke with her mother on the phone, she put on an air of “everything’s fine in my life” to end the 
conversation as quickly and politely as possible. False confidence was familiar. Marriage with 
Rosaline must have been daily torture. 
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“I’m sorry, do I know you?” 
Michelle was so impressed at Andrew’s bad acting skills and the self-empowerment 
effect it was having that she joined along. 
“This woman just tried to tell me she killed a cat and turned it into a coat and that she 
would do it again in a heartbeat to make a fashion statement.” 
Michelle was word-vomiting like she was in an improv class, and she turned to see 
Andrew wink at her, then lean against the booth for some standing stability. 
“I thought I overheard her say she ate fancy leather purses for breakfast. With a side of 
gold watches.” Andrew beamed like a kid. 
“She even said that one too many meals in a day might turn a young lady into a fat troll. 
Can you believe this?” 
Rosaline looked embarrassed, as if she couldn’t bear being in Andrew and Michelle’s 
presence. She walked away without saying a word. 
Whispering, but cracking up in hushed tones, Michelle praised Andrew’s antics. “I don’t 
know what got into you, but that was incredible. I mean, just incredible.” 
Andrew was crying with laughter, not making any effort to speak quietly. “Did you see 
her face? We got her good!” 
“Well, you got here just in time for our food. That was amazing.” 
“I can’t believe I did that. I can’t believe I did that. It was like I just pretended like I could 
do that, just pretending I was that kind of person. Like jumping into a pool face first, and 
somehow not drowning.” “Damn!” he added.  
Michelle felt proud, and in a moment of inspiration, she had an idea. 
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“You know what? Can I take a photo of you? This is going to be the first story in my first 
entry of my blog. I’ve wanted to do it for ages.” 
As Michelle snapped a photo on her phone of Andrew in front of their now-cold 
Applebee’s dinners, she thought about how she would title her entry to her first blog post: Jump 
Head First. And her mother wouldn’t even have to know.  
  
 - 18 - 
Signs 
Garrett was waiting to mail his ex-lover from college a profession of eternal love. The 
recipient of this letter, a podiatrist named Ophelia, had cut off correspondence with Garrett after 
having her first kid with her husband of six years. She lived in Philadelphia, had her own 
medical practice, and led a children’s community choir on the weekends. At least, the last time 
Garrett heard from her, that was the case. She was a tall, smart woman with long brown hair and 
green-flecked brown eyes, and she had explicitly told Garrett that she did not want to hear from 
him. And so Garrett spent weeks, months, and years holding onto this love letter, pre-addressed 
and stamped, waiting to receive a sign from the universe that it was time to send it. He was now 
nearly middle-aged, approaching 35 and diabetes faster than seemed necessary. His days were 
lived as tallied numbers of hours passed since he last saw his college sweetheart. Currently: 
85,848. 
Garrett, a statistician, knew that he needed to absolutely maximize his chances of 
winning Ophelia back by only sending one letter, because a repeat letter would only hurt his 
odds of success. So he waited for the perfect opportunity. He waited for a sign. 
While getting drive-through coffee on a Saturday morning, Garrett met a new Ophelia- a 
barista at the pick-up window. Garrett had never met another woman named Ophelia. In an 
instant, he was replaying his sophomore year of college over again in his mind. The way he 
asked for Ophelia’s name after their first Astronomy lecture, the time his sister got a new puppy 
for Christmas and Ophelia had suggested the name Peewee, the Chancellor’s ball which Ophelia 
had won a ticket to and took Garrett along as her guest.  
Ophelia the barista’s shared name was very likely much more than coincidence, and quite 
possibly the start of a sign, but being a pragmatic man, Garrett knew he needed a more sure way 
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of knowing that this was, indeed, the “go ahead” to send his letter. He wondered, as he did every 
day, what Ophelia was up to now.  
“I’ll have a tall black coffee with cream, no sugar.” Garrett was surprisingly chipper for 
working his first weekend morning at his new job. He liked his boss, who promised doughnuts 
for Saturdays spent at the office. His boss had a Southern accent, rare to encounter in Garrett’s 
suburb of Chicago, and her voice reminded him of his grandmother, which reminded him of the 
time he introduced Ophelia to his extended family at Christmas. Ophelia had charmed his 
relatives with her stories of childhood summers spent in Greece, and he glowed with pride as she 
told them, as if his dating her made him responsible for all good things that came from her 
mouth. 
“Anything else?” the muffled speaker voice at the drive-through asked. 
“No, thanks.” 
Garrett had pulled up slowly, taking his time to savor the seat heaters and Indigo Girls on 
the radio, and when he got to the window, he was in a nearly Zen state, filled with appreciation 
for little things. Though he generally tended toward anxious habits such as constant finger 
tapping and back itchiness, he had certain moments, more frequently found in early mornings, 
when he felt that all was well.  
“Here’s your coffee.” 
That was when Garrett read the capital block print letters on the barista’s name badge.  
“Ophelia.” He said that name aloud at least a dozen times per week, usually at night when 
he was journaling. Garrett took the coffee, set in in the cupholder, then turned to read the name 
badge again. The barista was facing away, asking for the next car’s order over the speaker. 
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“Do you need something else?” She held up sugar packets and extra cup sleeves when 
she saw he hadn’t moved forward.  
“No, I’m quite alright, thank you.” Garrett drove to work and forgot about his coffee 
sitting in his car all day until late in the evening when he was getting ready for bed.  
 
As Garrett began paying more attention to numbers, he began seeing signs in everyday 
places—on the clock, the radio, billboards, and, humorously, his health app’s step count. He also 
began noticing shades of ocean blue which, now that he was looking for them, seemed to show 
up everywhere. Ophelia loved ocean blues, dark purply hues and turquoise green shades and 
cerulean shimmers. When Garrett heard Ophelia describe this detail about herself to a friend, he 
believed it to be an expression of her intricate, inexplicable, and marvelous complexity as a 
human being. One time she told her college best friend that anyone who didn’t love ocean blues 
didn’t properly appreciate the beauty in life. Garrett had proudly nodded and smiled. He had 
written her a love poem for her 21st birthday and described her mind and beauty to be “deep like 
the ocean.” Ophelia had given him an expensive watch for his birthday. No card was needed. 
Garrett kept his love letter hidden from the world. It was meant for one person only. 
While he had dabbled in the dating world since being dumped by Ophelia, each time a 
relationship ended, Garrett felt an overwhelming sensation of relief. There was sincere sorrow 
about losing another’s company, but ever since he was a child, he had felt a certain entitlement 
toward disappointing people. He learned it from his father.  
The second time Garrett went to the drive-through for coffee on a Saturday, he realized 
that the change that Ophelia the barista gave him for his $5 was split into one quarter, two dimes, 
and two pennies. Assuming he was to live to 100, Garrett realized that he last spoke to Ophelia 
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on the phone when he was a quarter way through his life, age 25. One quarter. He had owned 
two cars since then, representing the dimes, and today was the second of the month, giving the 
two pennies some meaning as well.  
“Anything else?” Ophelia the barista asked after Garrett again paused at the drive-
through window.  
Garrett couldn’t read her expression. Her short black pixie cut and winged eyeliner 
sharpened her facial features and gave her cheeks a defined look.  
“No, nothing else, thanks.”  
 
At night, Garrett spent time journaling about Ophelia. He had written their love story 
from college as if it were a movie where the happy ending was just one impulse decision away 
from happening. Part of his evening routine also consisted of placing a colorful towel on his 
floor, in which he sat cross-legged. He always faced an eye-level photograph of his extended 
family from a trip to California that they had made when he was 10. On that trip, he had seen the 
movie Moonstruck and, in a combination of Cher’s excellent acting and a case of childhood 
loneliness blues, Garrett had convinced himself from that trip onward that 1) True Love was real 
and 2) his grandparents, married for 58 years at the time of that photo, were proof. The photo 
was taped next to his nightstand such that, upon entrance into his bedroom, it would be easy to 
miss, but when seated on the floor, was exactly in a position to be noticed.  
Ever since meeting the new Ophelia, Garrett had flashbacks to his year spent traveling 
after college. He included these memories in his journaling, as well. When he and Ophelia were 
road tripping through Nevada, Garrett got into the habit of waking up early and leaving for a run 
from their campsite. One day, when he got back from a morning jog, he was greeted by a cup of 
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watery coffee filled with sour, curdled milk. It was obviously old and Garrett took one whiff of it 
and knew it was bad, but Ophelia tried getting him to drink it.  
“Here.” Ophelia glared at Garrett’s sweaty bandana he had taken off and put on the table 
of their camper van. 
“Ophelia I think this milk is off.” 
“You’re accusing me of making bad coffee? It’s like you don’t think I can do anything 
right. It’s fine.” 
In a guilt trip, Garrett drank it and felt nauseous for the next six hours, but he couldn’t 
risk upsetting Ophelia any more. Once she got into a mood, she didn’t leave it for at least a day. 
This memory began entering into the rotation of stories that played in his head at night when he 
thought about the time that had passed since college. 
 
Garrett’s neighbors care for Garrett in the way one cares for a friend’s houseplant when 
they’re out of town. He’s not a priority, but they don’t forget about him. The neighbors check 
that Garrett is healthy, is getting to and from work alright, and has some activities scheduled into 
his life. Mostly older couples, they worry about his lack of a partner and lack of friends. His 
next-door neighbor invites him, over text, to badminton every Wednesday evening, and his 
neighbor across the street emails him regular reminders about trash and recycling days. They 
know about Garrett’s old relationships, his new job, his love of 80s music. They know his alma 
mater, his sporting team preferences, and even his political affiliation. But none of them know 
about Ophelia, and none of them have met his family or colleagues. Garrett believes that he does 
not benefit from interactions with them, and so he does not reciprocate their kindnesses. He is 
polite, but never follows through on invitations, events, or outings.  
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One rainy Thursday during a lunch break, Garrett found a stray cat sitting behind the 
dumpster of a burger joint.  
“Here, kitty, kitty, come here.” When Garrett bent down to coax the cat over, his raincoat 
folded such that light streams of rain funneled their way onto his pants, leaving him with an 
unfortunately placed wet mark on his crotch.  
“Here, kitty kitty kitty.” The cat was protecting itself from the rain. Leaving its cover 
under the rim of the roof would mean crossing the gutter’s curtain of water drops.  
The sleeves of Garrett’s raincoat weren’t long enough to reach over his wrists, so 
Garrett’s hands were getting wet as he held out his palms for the cat. He loved cats. He looked at 
the disheveled tabby, mostly black from wet fur and mange. He suddenly remembered that 
Ophelia hated cats. She would have never called out to a cat, let alone in the rain. She once 
kicked a cat that came up to her purring, offering its tail around her leg for a greeting.  
Garrett stayed squatting, watching the cat for another few minutes, before walking the 
rest of the way around the block. He came back after work with a scarf and flannel he had kept in 
his car, and he laid them out behind the dumpster where the cat had been, left as an offering in 
hopes the cat would return and warm itself up with the dry fabrics. His memory of Ophelia’s 
hatred of cats hurt his heart. 
 
Even though it had been over a decade since college, and nearly a decade since he had 
last seen Ophelia, Garrett still found reminders of her sprinkled throughout his life. When he 
would meet other women, including his past two girlfriends, he would find similarities to 
Ophelia in their scents, shower routines, even book preferences. Although he no longer lived in 
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central Pennsylvania, he would be reminded of Ophelia when passing certain fast food chains, or 
roads that had similar turns with trees that had similar heights to times when they were together. 
Everything was a similarity and a reminder.  
While Garrett’s evening routine generally ended with a reading of his letter to Ophelia—
a reminder of the passion of his love and the “timeless” quality it would always have—as the 
weeks passed and more reminders of Ophelia entered his world, the less he picked up his letter to 
Ophelia at night. Though not a conscious decision, Garrett felt some weight lifted off him as if 
he were freeing himself from the need to read his declaration of endless love. He did not talk 
about his feelings with neighbors, colleagues, or family, but he felt lighter. When receiving a text 
from a neighbor offering to get drinks at a trivia night, Garrett saw a sign in the length of the 
message, 19 words, which matched the time that the neighbor had proposed to meet, 19:00, 
which matched the number of flights of stairs he had taken that day, according to his health app, 
and so he followed the signs toward “yes.” A night out with Isaac. 
 
“Isaac, thanks for picking me up.”  
Isaac quizzed Garrett as a “warm-up” for the trivia night by asking him some questions 
about sports team records, and Garrett, possessing an incredible numerical memory, was able to 
recite scores, years, and titles won for an exceptionally large number of baseball teams.  
“How do you do that?” Isaac asked, as he and Garrett walked into the pub. “I mean, you 
know so much, and you never show it off. And also, Lisa and I were talking, and we’d love to 
have you over for dinner some time if you’d like.” 
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“I guess having a job in numbers helps. I don’t know, I’ve always been this way.” Garrett 
wanted to say yes to dinner with his neighbors, but the name Lisa reminded him of Ophelia’s 
best friend from college, Lisa Kennedy, and Garrett couldn’t respond to the invitation. 
“I promise we won’t be bad hosts if you come over.” 
“Right right, of course. You and Lisa are lovely.” Garrett skirted around the invitation. 
“I’m just the bad dinner guest. I can’t say no to food, so I would eat you out of house and home. 
But I am really pretty busy.” 
Isaac didn’t press the subject, laughed along with Garrett as they got their drinks and sat 
down to hear the first round of questions. When they finished for the night and were leaving the 
bar, Garrett saw a sign in the parking lot. The vanity plate of a car parked next to theirs read 
“1974GP.” Garrett’s middle name was Patrick, and so GP could stand for Garrett Patrick, since 
the car’s plate was positioned just perfectly to be in his line of sight. Although he was not born in 
1974, Garrett’s brother was, and so he found meaning there, too. 
“Look at that,” Garrett pointed the plate out to Isaac. 
“Oh, a vanity plate, huh. I used to always think I would get one when I was older. As a 
kid, I was pretty obsessed with them.” 
“My middle name is Patrick, I’m Garrett Patrick, GP.” 
“Ah, so you planted that plate there?” Isaac opened his door, waiting for Garrett to do the 
same. 
Garrett never opened up about signs to people in his life other than family, and he wasn’t 
close enough with any family to tell him about the recent signs he’d been asking for and seeing.  
“Right exactly. As in, no I didn’t plant it there, but doesn’t it feel like it was planted 
there? Kind of eerie, but like a sign.”  
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Isaac sat in his seat and put the keys in the ignition, but waited to turn it on.  
“What all do you mean?” 
“I’ve been, sort of, waiting for a sign. Well, for lots of signs, which I’ve been, sort of, 
receiving. I’m paying attention to signs is all.” Garrett said the last sentence fast, as if a switch 
occurred making him close the conversation and leave it outside the car. He sat down in his seat. 
“What kinds of signs?” 
“Oh, nothing. Just seeing if the universe listens.” 
“Listens to what?” Isaac slowed his voice down. He started the car and turned down the 
radio. It was difficult to tell if Garrett was joking around with him after a few drinks. 
“Well, so you know I’m from Pennsylvania, right? Well, when I went to Penn State, I 
met this girl, Ophelia, and we were pretty steady. I mean, we were dating, and in love. Very in 
love. Still in love. Well, I’m still in love. And I think, no actually, I know she would be still in 
love with me if she let herself. She doesn’t always let herself do what she wants, you know? So, 
anyway, in college she said she would love me forever. We only broke up because she wasn’t 
sure she knew what she wanted at the time. But I have always known I’d love her forever, and,” 
Garrett felt a weird sensation in his body, like he was reciting a monologue he had been telling 
himself in his head for years, but when said out loud, felt contrived and lacking in authenticity. 
“Well, I have a letter I’ve been meaning to send to her,” Garrett said. 
“Okay, and the signs?” 
“I’ve been waiting to send it until I get a solid sign that the time is right. Because Ophelia 
told me several years back that she didn’t want to hear from me again. It’s not like we’re on bad 
terms, but she’s married now and thought it was too complicated to be in touch. So we haven’t 
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been in touch. But this letter, it’s important that I send it to her, but only when the time is right. 
I—” 
Isaac had pulled into their cul-de-sac, but left the car running.  
“It’s fine, go on, I’m listening,” Isaac said. His eyes were wide, like he was still 
processing every sentence that came out of Garrett’s mouth. 
Garrett unbuckled his seatbelt. “In case you can’t tell, I don’t usually talk about this. I 
just felt encouraged with that vanity plate, since it’s pretty obvious that was a sign.” 
Isaac nodded. 
“Alright, so I have been paying attention to signs, like I said, and I’ve been getting more 
and more signs recently.” Garrett described meeting the barista named Ophelia, his nightly 
routine, the numbers and colors showing up in his life, and his constant memories.  
“I get it,” Isaac replied, after Garrett finished speaking. He had a special skill in finding 
ways to relate to almost everyone he encountered. “I once dated a girl whose name was Wendy, 
and still to this day, I can’t eat at Wendy’s because it’s too painful a reminder. But you know 
what I’ve learned since being with Lisa?” Garrett couldn’t fathom where he was going with this. 
Probably some “it gets better” bullshit, but that didn’t seem likely since Isaac wasn’t the type to 
spout platitudes. 
“I realized that being constantly reminded of her wasn’t necessarily me missing her. It 
was me remembering her, for sure, but when I thought and paid closer attention to the reminders, 
I realized it was just that: just remembering.” Isaac saw that Garrett was looking at his front yard. 
“No, I don’t think you get it. I look out my front yard and see a bush that looks like a 
bush that was on campus where Ophelia and I once had a picnic. And,” Garrett turned around, 
looked out the other window, searching for another object to prove his point, “that car parked 
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over there? It’s the same color as Ophelia’s dad’s car. Dark blue. Which, by the way, is a color 
she loves.” 
Isaac let them sit in silence for a bit. Garrett fiddled with the seat buckle and crawled his 
fingers toward and away from the door handle.  
“Is Lisa waiting for you?” 
“She’s probably reading. She reads for at least an hour every night. There’s no rush.” 
Isaac assured him they had all the time in the world. 
“Okay,” Garrett said. “I see Ophelia memories everywhere, but it’s not always a feeling 
of ‘Oh I need her in my life because this reminds me of her.’ I mean, that’s usually what I feel, 
but not always. But you know what?”  
Isaac shook his head. 
“I used to always read that letter to myself at night. The one I wrote to her and have been 
waiting to send. And lately, I haven’t been. Don’t know why, just haven’t been.” Garrett told 
him about the cat in the rain story, too. How he loved cats, how probably none of his neighbors 
knew this about him because he didn’t have a cat, since Ophelia hated cats. How Ophelia once 
kicked a cat, and how when he remembered that while cooing the cat in the rain, he felt a little 
nauseous and went out of his way to get warm bedding for the cat, in case it returned.  
“I feel like I’m betraying Ophelia, betraying her memory, by even saying this to you,” 
Garrett said.  
“No, I think you’re starting to get it.” Isaac patted Garrett on the shoulder. “Just, you 
know, pay attention. Those memories are there, too.” Isaac opened his door. “Trivia next week?” 
Garrett nodded. 
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When Saturday rolled around, Garrett had his first weekend off from work in two 
months. On autopilot, he drove to get his coffee, noticing the bush in his front yard that reminded 
him of Ophelia while on his way. When he drove past the grocery store, he remembered he was 
out of oatmeal and made a note to himself to get some on his way home, which spurred a 
memory of Ophelia crying over the time she found a bug in the oatmeal which Garrett had made 
for her, and giving him the cold shoulder after some of it sloshed out of the bowl container and 
onto her jeans. Garrett had accidentally turned around too fast with the bowl of oatmeal in his 
hand, and Ophelia scolded him and then muttered to herself about it for the next twenty minutes.  
Garrett pulled up to order his coffee and decided that, since he didn’t have work today, he 
would treat himself to a cinnamon bun as well.  
“Anything else?”  
“Yes, actually.” 
He ordered the cinnamon bun and drove up to pay. 
Garrett grabbed his bun and coffee, thanked Ophelia the barista, and rolled up his 
window to fill the car with the smell of his sweet breakfast. He thought about his mom’s 
cinnamon rolls, and decided to give her a call in the afternoon. He smiled on his way home, 
thinking of the tasty meal he was about to devour. And he forgot to get the oatmeal.  
 
As Garrett finished his evening journaling, he realized it had been over two weeks since 
he had read his letter. He pulled it out and read it with gusto.  
Dear Ophelia, 
I’m writing this to remind you. I wanted to remind you of my promise to always love you 
and your promise to always love me. We, as a couple, are a Definite. We said it more than once, 
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but I wanted to remind you of when we said it the night before graduation, when we were at 
dinner with my parents, and they had both gone up to the bar to get a drink. Do you remember? 
I’m keeping that promise. Time passes, but I haven’t forgotten. I’m just waiting for a sign. And I 
won’t forget. Reach out when you’re ready. 
        Yours, 
        Garrett 
Garrett didn’t have his usual reaction when rereading the letter this evening. He typically 
felt a punch in his stomach when he read the line “Time passes, but I haven’t forgotten.” Tonight, 
though, he felt like a fraud. Disappointed, even, in his lack of emotion. He was so used to feeling 
things, strong things, whenever he thought about Ophelia, but lately, and more noticeably 
tonight, he just didn’t. Garrett looked out the window while he brushed his teeth. He saw the 
light at the end of his street flicker twice. Two times. Two, the number of Ophelias in his life. 
Two, a second chance? Two, the number of letters he should send? Perhaps a second evening out 
with Isaac would help.  
“How’s sign interpretation going?” Isaac asked Garrett on their way back from trivia.  
“Complicated,” Garrett laughed. “Sometimes it’s so confusing. Sometimes it’s clear as 
day, but lately, it feels like there could be double, even triple meanings. It’s complicated.” 
Isaac let Garrett lead the conversation. Garrett dropped it. 
“I’ll see you next week, then,” Garrett said.  
 
Garrett and Isaac decided to meet for smoothies instead of trivia as the weather warmed 
up. Although Garrett didn’t love smoothies, he was looking forward to talking more with Isaac. 
He felt understood in a way he hadn’t since childhood.  
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Garrett arrived at the smoothie shop early, walking around its cement exterior and 
admiring the graffiti on the back wall. When Isaac arrived, Garrett had just finished snapping 
some photos of the light and dark layered clouds filling up the horizon line. 
“I didn’t know you were into photography.” 
“I had forgotten I was into it, too. My mom reminded me when we talked on the phone 
last week. She actually asked me ‘how’s your photography going?’ and I didn’t even know how 
to respond since I hadn’t thought about that hobby in so long.” 
Garrett showed off some of his photos while they waited for their smoothie orders. When 
Isaac walked back with his “Tropical Power” smoothie and a huge smile on his face, a memory 
of Ophelia flashed through Garrett’s mind. In college, Ophelia only allowed herself one 
smoothie per semester because the calorie contents worried her, and her mother didn’t let her 
have them as a kid. She hated people who drank smoothies. Garrett went to get his “Hawaiian 
Dream.”  
“It’s too nice out to be inside,” Isaac said. 
“It’s just a beautiful day.” Garrett couldn’t believe those words were coming from him. A 
month ago, he had spent an hour crying in his car in this same part of town when “Cool 
Criminal” came on and he remembered Ophelia making up a music video for it as one of her 
final school projects.  
Isaac and Garrett spent the next thirty minutes walking around the strip mall, talking 
about their families and making jokes about different fast food chains. Garrett shared his 
memory of Ophelia hating people who drank smoothies and Isaac told him he needed to say 
something. 
“Go ahead,” Garrett said. 
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“Alright. Well, to be honest, she sounds like a bit of an asshole.”  
Garrett didn’t deny it.    
 
On a bike ride the following day, Garrett stopped to take a photo of another stray cat he 
saw by a stream. He was pretty far away and his phone camera wasn’t great, but as he stood 
there, he saw a woman on the other side of the stream park her Trek bike and start walking along 
the rocky path, tracing its curves with her footsteps like she was connecting the dots in a picture 
book. Her floral-patterned leggings and green button-up shirt made her look like a giant flower. 
A beautiful, oversized daffodil, with her full, yellow hair.  
Garrett continued his bike ride and forgot about this moment of his day until he was 
journaling in the evening, at which point he wrote in his notebook, “I saw a woman today as 
beautiful as the night sky. She caught my attention, and all I could do was stand in place and act 
like I was admiring the stray cat that stood by her.” He told Isaac about this encounter a few days 
later, while at dinner with him and Lisa. They had begun sharing Sunday meals together and 
Garrett looked forward to them more and more.  
“Sounds like a good sign, man.”  
When Garrett went home that night, he was content in a way was becoming more 
common, but was still unfamiliar to him. He stood in his cul-de-sac and looked at the different 
cars around him, reading their license plates, the bumper stickers, the numbers on the houses, 
mindlessly counting and recounting. His posture was slumped, not in a defeated way, but in an 
uncomfortable imbalance as if he couldn’t decide how to hold himself or where to put each 
shoulder relative to his head. Couldn’t decide how to feel. He went home and finished his nightly 
routine by again pulling out his letter to Ophelia, but now he sat to write an addendum. As he 
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was doing so, he looked out his window, saw a fox run across the street, and decided that was the 
final sign he needed to mail the letter the next day. His addendum read: 
P.S.- It’s been nearly a decade, and it turns out, time does change things. I don’t expect 
or desire a response, but I thought you needed to have this letter.   
As Garrett walked to the mailbox the next morning, he saw a family of five with two 
dogs, walk past his neighbor’s house across the street. Through his mind flashed “Seven, the 
seventh day of the week today. Five people and two dogs makes seven.” He counted the cars in 
his cul-de-sac. “Seven,” he whispered out loud. As he pondered this meaning, he felt his fingers 
flex around the letter in his hand. When he looked down, he saw he had wrinkled it with his fist, 
leaving folds and indentations across the envelope. It was too crumpled to mail now. One of the 
dogs stopped and looked at him for a moment. The father of the family waved at Garrett while 
the mother hurried the dog along. Garrett waved back and walked inside.  
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Piles of Dirt 
I was waiting for Phoebe to show up for our weekly walk around the lake. No one else 
was there and the lake was calm. When Phoebe arrived, she started talking about Frank, her 
boyfriend of three years. She was listing the things she would do out of love for him. At the end 
of that list, she proudly declared that she would even be willing to kill her dog for Frank, if he 
asked her to.  
“That’s insane,” I told her.  
Phoebe gave me a dirty look. “As if you would know what love is.” 
She was referencing, of course, the time I cheated on my boyfriend. But Phoebe had once 
been cheated on in college and declared, over the phone in tears, that cheaters were people who 
had pits of coal for hearts. Better to be single than held back with poison.  
So when I told her at the lake that killing her dog for “love” wasn’t a thought that should 
even cross her mind, she instantly remembered what she thought I knew about love. That is, 
nothing.  
 
Phoebe and I were friends because we’ve always been friends. We went to middle school 
together, bonded by lockers next to each other in sixth grade and a painful memory of both 
showing up in the same truly unbecoming polka dot dress to the first dance of the year. We were 
now 22 and had moved back to our hometown after college. Phoebe had gone to school in 
Pueblo and I had gone to Omaha, but we both ended up back in Northern Colorado. 
“Sarah, I was just saying all the things I would do for him. We’re a perfect match.” 
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“Love has boundaries. I’m going to tell you that. Love means you’ll do a lot for someone, 
but there are boundaries. And if there aren’t, that’s not love.” This wasn’t the first time Phoebe 
threw away all sense of self in her declarations of love. 
The November weather made our Saturday walks less pleasant than they had been in 
October, when both the weather was better and we were still excited about living near each other 
again. Our jobs hadn’t seemed so mediocre then, nor our lives so futile as we worked away our 
days, 9 to 5, week in and week out. At least, that was the case for me. But I knew where our 
conversation was going on that walk. And I think that’s part of why I did what I did.  
“You think I don’t love him? Really, Sarah?” Phoebe was quick to tears. I honestly 
thought Frank was a good guy. It wasn’t Frank that I didn’t like.  
“It’s you guys together.” 
“What the hell do you mean?”  
“It’s you. Not you as in Phoebe. I mean you: Phoebe and Frank. It’s the “all we ever talk 
about on our lake walks is Phoebe and Frank” and the not-really-subtle hints that he’s your 
favorite person and—” 
“Oh,” she said. “Oh, oh, so you’re jealous?” 
I was jealous. I hated being second in her life. I hated only being first in her life in 
between relationships. I hated it.  
“No.” 
I knew she was going to tell me she wanted to move in with Frank, and I knew that meant 
she was going to move to Denver, an hour away. And probably eventually marry him. I knew I 
wasn’t enough to keep her back in Windsor, and her shitty job at Costco wasn’t enough either. I 
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knew that was where the conversation that day was going. She had been inching toward talking 
about it and had dropped hints all week.  
“Well, Sarah, it sure sounds like it. You told me you liked him. I thought we were honest 
with each other.”  
“You’re missing the point. I’m being honest. I like Frank.” 
“So it’s me you don’t like?” The tears were back. 
“Phoebe, god damn it, NO. It’s you. Plural you. You as an item, if you will. I’ve never 
had a problem with Frank and you should fucking know by now that I don’t have a problem with 
you. I mean, come on.” I sounded like my dad when he has to bring down my mother’s anxiety. 
Like someone trying to be calm, not really succeeding, but with a goal of soothing someone else.  
“I just think you need to be alone and experience independence.” I just thought she 
needed to be willing to stay back in Windsor with me. I mean, I would do the same for her. 
“Oh, because you’re so happy with your independence.”  
The lake started getting choppier as the wind picked up and we moved, silently, to the 
further side of the trail around the water to avoid getting splashed. I spotted an old tennis ball on 
the ground and as I bent down to pick it up, Phoebe kicked it into the water. I wanted to push her. 
We acted like siblings when we fought. We roughhoused, even pulled hair when we were little. 
Instead of pushing her, I sat down. I looked at the ball in the water.  
“Sorry, just needed to kick it, you know? I saw you reach for it and I had to kick it.”  
“Are you going to move to Denver with him?” I said it quietly, and the wind was loud 
enough that I could almost believe that she hadn’t heard me. 
“What?” I knew she heard my question. The way she asked “what” gave it away. 
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I tended to relationships, romantic or otherwise, in the same way I cleaned my room and 
swept the floor. I paid attention to little and less important things, went after the smallest dust 
particles in the hardest-to-reach corners, organized the jewelry hanger and alphabetized the book 
case, before ever realizing the obvious, biggest dirt clumps, piles of clothes on the floor, glaring 
problems in the relationship. I would think about what I could have said differently when we 
spent an evening at my ex’s house playing rummy with his sisters before I would think about the 
fact that every day, I cried over his lack of a good morning text. The pre-ACT career aptitude test 
we took in high school called this habit “attention to detail” and projected some “ideal jobs” 
based on my obsessive avoidance of blatant issues. I would be good at transportation, 
distribution, and logistics, which my study hall teacher said meant I would be good at organizing 
boxes for a moving company.  
“What am I going to do?” I sighed. Our Saturday lake walks and Tuesday drink nights 
and Thursday gym sessions were the highlights of my week. I found every passing traveler 
through the hostel to have a more interesting and fulfilling life than my own. Even the drug-
addicted ex-ski bums. At least they had stories to tell. My four years at Omaha, even my time in 
a sorority, didn’t give me much to talk about. But with Phoebe, we didn’t have to talk about me. 
Phoebe sat down a foot away. It was cold, and she leaned across the gap between us. I 
leaned into her, and we were both crying. Phoebe went and picked up the wet tennis ball and 
brought it to our feet.  
“Don’t set it down there,” I said. 
“What, why?” 
“It’ll get all dusty. Its little swim in the lake made it look nicer, cleaner.” I glanced 
around. “Here, set it on this stone.” Phoebe reached over to set it on a flat rock. It rolled off of it 
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immediately, straight into a big bush, which I had completely missed. I would have missed it 
with a broom, too, if I were cleaning the place. We both laughed.  
“Moving to Denver isn’t the end of the world. It’s only 50 minutes if you’re pushing 80 
miles per hour the whole way down, which God knows that’s the way you drive. Frank, too.” I 
stopped leaning into her.  
“I don’t want to be compared to him.” I did it enough in my head, anyway. I loved Sarah 
more than Frank loved her, and I’d be willing to do much more than kill a dog for her.  
“You’re so freaking delicate, Sarah.” She sighed. Phoebe didn’t say “fucking” in the 
situations I would use it. She was too bubbly and a people pleaser. I would have said I’m fucking 
delicate. I know I am. 
“You’re missing the point.”  
“You keep saying that. But you know what? I think you’re too dependent on me. I can 
tell you that’s not healthy, either. If you can’t be happy for me then maybe you need to take a 
look at yourself.” This was out of character for Phoebe. She didn’t point out my flaws. That 
wasn’t our dynamic. I did that plenty on my own. She usually let me be the one to talk down to 
myself and she would fiercely deny the horrid things I would say. She’d always found ways to 
out-nice the mean things I’d think about my body in middle school, my academic struggles in 
high school, and my inability to date nice boys in college. I was shocked.  
So that’s when I did it.   
“I don’t want to be your maid of honor. In fact, count me out of your whole damn 
wedding if it’s with Frank. It might just be easier that way. You should be thanking me.” Then I 
stood up and walked closer to the water. The wind had calmed down and I could see my 
reflection. I felt sad, I looked angry.  
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The last thing Phoebe said to me was, “You’re acting like a fucking bitch, Sarah. Jesus.”  
I walked around the lake and kept walking. My brain had gone blank as I walked, and 
that felt better than sad, so I just kept going. I was on the other side of the lake when I realized I 
could see the little silhouette of Phoebe sitting in the same spot I had been. I looked again at my 
reflection. As I continued watching the water, I realized there were countless dirt piles around 
me, by my feet, between my legs in the reflection, and in the hills. And they weren’t small. But I 
had never noticed them, on any of our walks. They were mostly abandoned ant hills and prairie 
dog homes. I remained eye-locked with my reflection and bent down. I squeezed the dirt 
between my fingers until I was clenching so tight I wasn’t breathing properly. Then I realized it 
was because I was crying again. I saw my squatting image and wanted to laugh. But I just stared 
at her, squatting, fists clenched, surrounded by piles of dirt. I watched her until the placid lake 
turned choppy and my reflection was lost in the waves. 
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Announcements 
This story is part of a “Sunday Night Fiction” assignment. As part of our commitment to 
getting into the habit of writing regularly, we had weekly 500-word assignments throughout the 
year which were meant to get the creative juices flowing and allow us a space to write freely 
without commentary from classmates. Sometimes there were prompts, but most often, the 
assignment was to just write for a bit before bedtime on Sunday. This piece was a response to a 
prompt about writing some backstory to one of the characters from the children’s scary story 





People always told me I had a good voice for radio. I didn’t realize ‘til I was older that 
what they were really saying was that I had a bad face for TV. But, as fate would have it, I went 
into broadcasting and became Munroe County’s second-ever news radio host with the name 
Fidel.  
On the night of the Great Escape, in which pirate extraordinaire Larry Gregory St. James 
escaped from the Louisiana State Insane Asylum, I was the announcer on air. He had a hook for 
an arm. We’d already had a story about a robbery two counties over that evening and two petty 
car thefts, so the evening wasn’t exactly dead (no pun intended), but it was fairly low-stakes 
reporting until we got whiff of the Great Escape.  
I loved learning about pirates as a kid. Loved the idea of eye patches, treasure chests, 
talking parrots. I knew all about the whole get-up. So when I saw the mugshot of Larry Gregory 
St. James—taken straight from the Louisiana Police Department—I knew in an instant we were 
working with the real deal. He had a hook for an arm. 
I got a lot of criticism for the way I first aired the news about St. James’ escape. Too 
much criticism, if you ask me. People didn’t like my “ominous announcement voice.” Said it 
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creeped them out. But the way I see it, it’s either you tell your story with gusto or you don’t tell 
it at all. And this story was more than deserving of gusto.  
We don’t get murder stories often around here. Not enough people in this county to have 
much of anything happen, really. So when the police reports filed in to the station and we saw 
the facts, we knew we’d be running this story all night long.  
“This just in: High school sophomore Jenny Bridgers was murdered by Pirate Larry 
Gregory St. James.”  
Then the file rolled in stating that she had been on a date with some senior football player 
who fled the scene. The lone survivor. We had a lot of juicy talk to let loose on the radio waves. 
And I knew how to get a listener—pardon my pun—hooked on a story.  
So when I heard that boy—the one who was with Jenny Bridgers when she died—tell me 
that my voice was what ruined his night, what was I supposed to do? He deserved the slap. He 
blamed me for his bad night. Me?  
 
I hate teenagers. I hated myself when I was one and I have no sympathy for them now 
either. They’re all after popularity and sex, anyway. Even the girls, even if they won’t say so. It’s 
all about their reputation. Sure, I feel bad about what happened that night. I’m sure Jenny’s 
family is devastated. But that boy, some high school jock I’m sure, should have done more to 
help out. He left unscathed. And he happened to be the fifteen hundredth person to tell me that 
my voice really spooked him. Well, he maybe deserved more than a slap. I lost my job. But 
would I have done it any differently? Absolutely not.  
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Deep-Set Eyes on Dark-Haired Women 
Deep-set eyes on dark-haired women make me shiver to this day.  
My sister Tula is not a natural brunette. She had beautiful blonde hair as a child—the 
kind that I was jealous of as her older, less darling-looking sister. And while jealousy was a 
contributing factor to The Split, Tula was the one who broke off our siblinghood. I had even 
been willing to forgive her for all the times she stole money from my parents and put them in 
danger from the drug-hungry wretches of Cheyenne. But when she said she didn’t want to be 
part of the family anymore, that was it. I would have to search for reasons to be glad she’s gone. 
When you search hard enough, you can usually find something. Turns out, in Tula’s case, the 
search wasn’t too difficult.  
The road signs of southern Wyoming are filled with images of Not Even Once campaigns 
where dark-haired women with missing teeth held up prison numbers and stared sadly into the 
photographer’s soul. Those images struck me, growing up, as an aggressive but effective method 
for inducing irrational and hyper-manic fear into children about thin, dark-haired women and 
anything remotely resembling white powder or drugs. For a period of time, I worried that my 
thin-frame and dark hair made me predisposed to meth addiction, and I became even more 
jealous of Tula’s locks. When she began dying her hair dark--the year before she dropped out of 
high school—I was secretly glad for the loss of her eye-catching blondeness. But she’s always 
had deep-set eyes.  
My senior year of college, Tula and I made plans to visit Sam, our older sister, for Easter 
weekend. Sam was a PhD student at UPenn, I was applying to jobs in Philadelphia, and my 
parents were eager for Tula to get a taste of a college campus. Tula had been living in our 
parents’ home, working at a sandwich shop. It had been a year since she was charged for 
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shoplifting clothes and jewelry from Kohl’s. She had been using meth-laced marijuana, but the 
charges were dropped after 8 months of community service and the help of a well-paid lawyer. 
In other words, she was legally allowed to travel, and our parents had hoped that this trip would 
help “redirect her path.” Our mother even bought Tula’s plane ticket and helped her get days off 
from work by swinging by the sandwich shop and starting up a conversation about the proposed 
trip with her manager. 
But then, the night before the trip, I got a call from Sam. 
“Tula’s not coming,” she said. 
“What? Why? Are you sure?” Tula had texted in the group chat earlier that day about 
how excited she was to see us.  
“It’s just like her, you know,” Sam said.  
“Well, what’s the story?”  
“She found out about an EDM concert going on this weekend, and she decided she’d 
rather go to that. Her coworker got her a ticket.” 
I felt my cheeks flush. I knew Sam wasn’t defending her, but she presented the 
information so plainly and without inflection that it was like she was saying “Who am I to pass 
judgement?” It felt like she didn’t even care. I remembered the time Tula had chosen to go to an 
under-18 EDM concert instead of my senior chorus recital 4 years ago.  
“You’re right, it is just like her.”  
“You’re going to come anyway, right?”  
I almost laughed.  
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“Of course I am. Tula’s bullshit excuse means nothing to me.” Now I heard the anger 
floating in the silences as Sam said nothing. She was relieved, but Tula’s absence was a betrayal. 
“But I’m calling Tula and telling her—” 
“Don’t,” Sam said. “It won’t matter.”  
“Okay, then I’ll see you tomorrow I guess,” I said, and we hung up. 
 
While waiting in an empty corridor in the Philadelphia airport for Sam to pick me up, I 
thought about what Tula and I would be talking about right now if she were here. Her flight was 
supposed to arrive half an hour before mine, and, in my dream world, she would have found my 
gate and been there waiting when I walked off the plane. I worked on creating a more realistic, 
though still idyllic picture of what it would have been like. She would have arrived before me, 
gone to the bathroom to comb her hair since she did this immediately after every time she 
travelled anywhere, and then she would have begun walking laps around the airport to find ideas 
for her poetry. She would have observed the Indian Exhibit on the East Wing of the airport, and 
she would have noticed the pattern of tiles alternating with carpet stretched in between the 
terminals. Tula was observant, and apparently, so was I.  
I eventually quit daydreaming about Tula and tried to work on chemistry to kill the time. 
I sat down by an outlet, found a pillar to lean against, and was two problems into an assignment 
when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a thin, hunchbacked woman with graying hair come 
around the corner.  
I looked back down, then heard her footsteps pick up to a run. I looked up, alarmed, and 
saw her coming toward me. I prepared for a collision, when suddenly she stopped, two feet in 
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front of me. Her eyes were even deeper set than my sister’s. She pointed to my sweatshirt, a red 
hoodie with “Wyoming State University” printed on it. 
“Do you go there?” she asked.   
“No, my dad teaches there,” I said, before realizing she wasn’t looking at my sweatshirt 
anymore, but instead seemed focused on some part of my face in between my eyes that made me 
squirm as I sat. I put down the curly fries I had been eating. 
I was returning her gaze, but I felt my stomach clench as each second passed by. “I’m 
just visiting here for the weekend,” I said.  
“Oh, really?” She cocked her head, came a step closer. 
“Yes, just the weekend.”  
“Do you want my ovary or my eyes?” she shouted. 
“I don’t want anything,” I said. She was less than an inch from my face, which was 
tingling all over at this point, and I wondered if she came closer because she could see I was 
scared.  
I was sitting directly below her. I could smell her. She gave off an odor that can only be 
described as mildew rags soaked in aged sewer water and bleach. She started to walk away. I 
looked up and she saw me watching her. She ran toward me again, like a ghoul with its head 
turned backward as her body faced forward and she moved her feet in reverse. Her eyes spoke of 
her removal from reality, her insanity.  
The terrifying dance of “creepy woman approach” and “creepy woman retreat” happened 
several more times before she finally left my corridor for good, at which point I stood up, packed 
my backpack, and ran the opposite way she had gone. I was crying when Sam pulled up to the 
airport 30 minutes later, McDonalds milkshakes in hand.  
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“What’s wrong?” Sam said. She’d never seen me so shaken. 
“I don’t know, I don’t know. There was just a creepy woman, and, I don’t know. I was so 
scared.” It was the same fear I had felt once as a child at a haunted house, pushed into it first by 
my dad, and sure that I was going to be kidnapped and hurt by whoever was hiding in the dark in 
the next room. Unsure of how I was going to escape.  
I cried in Sam’s arms. 
“It’ll be okay,” she said in a motherly tone, as if she were talking to a kid who was scared 
of the dark. I cried and trembled, trembled and cried.  
 
I think a lot about Tula and her life with her husband in Oregon. Just like how I had 
daydreamed about Tula while I was waiting in the Philadelphia Airport, I’ve found myself 
spending a part of each day imagining what she’s up to. She doesn’t contact our family, and 
she’s asked us not to contact her since her fight with our parents a few years back. She’d left 
rehab against our parent’s wishes. Exasperated, they asked her if they should “just give up.” Tula 
had said “yes, please.”  
And now, when skinny women with scabs on their faces pass me in the grocery store, on 
the street, at the post-office, I find myself thinking of Tula. I wonder about her. What she does, 
who she sees, how she looks. And the more I see those dark-haired women with their deep-set 
eyes, the closer I get to understanding my fear from that night in Philly.  
That woman looked like a projection of my sister in the future—someone I’ll never meet. 
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100-Word Challenge 
This piece came from another writing prompt that I had a lot of fun doing. And I 
challenge anyone reading this to try your own version. (Because hey, writing’s for everyone.) 
The rules: Write a 100-word story (exactly 100 words) where there are no repeated words and no 
multisyllabic words. Ready, go! 
 
When floods come, stores shut down. Chairs, sinks, books, homes, and dogs get left. 
Drowned. Cash, cards, checks, gold—safe. Use, worth, price counts. Surge waves ride storm 
winds while brave men don’t leave. Wet days with damp nights means ‘cane’s here.  
She stays too long. Moves so slow. The eye, no swirls there, just still, has depth. It holds 
hope, if you dare.  
False faith, God, why? A gipped fate. Since I know this time won’t last, we go to take 
shots. Rum is all that’s left. One, two, twelve, done? Peace, at last? Not yet for your lot.      
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Popcorn Ceilings 
 
Dave watched in horror as the woman he had met 30 minutes prior burst into the hallway, 
hands on her throat, choking. The woman, a lawyer named Julia, had contracted Dave’s 
electrician business to transition the building’s incandescent bar lights to single fixtures of LED 
bulbs. Dave was on the second step of his ladder, mid-way through replacing ceiling panels, 
when he heard coughing. Seconds later, he saw Julia’s desperate eyes pleading for help from the 
other end of the hallway. Then he shut his eyes. 
When Dave was a kid, his older sister taught him to cover his ears and close his eyes 
when he was feeling out of control. He had seen her do this on many occasions, such as in 
supermarkets, at performances, family gatherings, and holiday events. Dave had picked up the 
habit in extreme situations. He had done this at his grandfather’s funeral when asked to give a 
speech, as well as the night before he got married when his best man forgot to come to the 
rehearsal dinner. Once, while waiting in line at an amusement park, he witnessed the kid in front 
of him throw up, and he covered his face then, too. The last time Dave had shut out his senses 
was over a decade ago. His day-to-day experiences did not have very many overwhelming 
moments. He changed lightbulbs, played in a bluegrass band, and occasionally challenged his 
wife to Scrabble. He was not in the adrenaline-seeking profession. 
As the coughing started turning to gasping, Dave opened his eyes and stepped off the 
ladder. He had been gripping the side rails as if they could provide a wormhole into a place far 
away. That was what Dave sought after when he closed his eyes. He used all his might to work 
on transporting himself to any location other than the present one. When Dave let go of the 
ladder and started walking toward Julia, she was already on her knees.  
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He sprung into action and raced toward her, self-hatred filling his steps as he realized 
how costly each wasted moment was during his breakdown. Julia was now gurgling and trying to 
swallow, but whatever was stuck in her airway was clearly not budging. The hallway was dark 
because of the power outage Dave had produced while switching lightbulbs. He came up behind 
her, grabbed her stomach, and gave a hearty thrust. He heard the crack as he did it. A sense of 
relief washed over him when he heard the choking stop.  
Julia started to fall backwards from how she had been sitting on her knees. Dave caught 
her and leaned her against the wall. She was no longer choking, but no longer breathing, either. 
He was strongly built, and his thrust had broken Julia’s spine in two different places. Dave called 
an ambulance. He began looking through her office, trying to find something to help revive Julia. 
He hoped she had smelling salts or even a bottle of water to splash over her face, but all he could 
find was a hand fan and endless stacks of legal pads. He waved the fan over Julia’s face, hoping 
to provide an influx of oxygen in her direction, and continuously lifted her head back into an 
upright position whenever it fell. In propping her up against the wall, he had nearly caused a 
painting of two Maple leaves to fall on her. He cursed himself that no matter what he did, he was 
making things worse. He wanted to run away, fly away. Dave tapped Julia’s arm, tried to wake 
her, then let her head rest on his hand so that her neck was not so awfully bent down. In that 
position, Dave sat softly crying while holding Julia’s head vertical, waiting for the paramedics to 
arrive.  
“Are you the man who called?” 
“Yes ma’am.” 
 “Alright, we’ve got it from here.” 
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 The lead paramedic pushed Dave away as she made space to lay Julia down on the 
ground. Dave felt immediately nauseated as they performed CPR on her. He walked down the 
hallway to where he had been working earlier with the power strip, left dangling by a wire from 
the ceiling. He wondered if he would have frozen up for as long as he did if it were his wife who 
was choking. After a few minutes, one of the paramedics approached Dave. She started asking 
questions about how, when, and why Miss Julia had stopped breathing. When she had taken a 
few notes, she was called back to the room by another paramedic.  
“Lane, Lane come quick. Lane.” 
 She left Dave, still standing beneath his power strip, visible only by the sunlight coming 
through the windows at the end of the hall. He watched the shadows dance across the floor until 
he heard more commotion in the room Julia was in.  
 Dave began sprinting toward the team of paramedics, propelled by a belief that the more 
urgently someone got there, the better chance Julia had of surviving. He could make up for the 
lost time. He knew nothing about Julia or her personal life, but while he was looking through her 
office for smelling salts, he had seen a photo on her desk of a boy and a man who looked to be 
her husband. He thought about them while the paramedics had performed CPR.  
When he got to the room, Dave saw Julia convulsing on the ground, and the paramedics 
asked him to step away. Dave stood in the corner and looked at the ceiling, dark and gray in the 
natural light. He thought about how the pattern of popcorn ceilings had always been more 
beautiful to him than a night sky full of stars. More filled, more interesting. He thought about 
how people who die are more likely to become a dimple spot on a popcorn ceiling somewhere in 
Ohio than they are to become a star in the sky in the universe.  
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Julia was now on a stretcher and breathing. Dave had not seen the stretcher when he 
came into the room, and now all he could see was the stretcher and Julia and an eternity of 
popcorn ceiling, all flat in front of him like it was all the world ever had to offer. His world had 
suddenly become a two-dimensional layering of people and patterns and nothing else. He wasn’t 
thinking about his wife, or Julia’s family, or what the next steps were going to be in finishing 
fixing the power strip removal. He just stared at the bumpy ceiling, surrounding him from above, 
and looked forward to the moment he might become a bubble of dried plaster on a wall, 
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Invasive Species 
The evolution of invasive species relies on apathy to take over an area. The longer the 
invasive species is left unkempt, the worse of a problem it becomes and the harder it is to 
remove. 
 
Harris, a recent college graduate and a member of EnviroWorkersUSA, was used to 
people listening to him. He had written to the general body assembly of the Southern Ute Tribe a 
month ago, acknowledging the recent closing of the Tribe jail and the re-issuing of elk hunting 
licenses, while adding at the end of his email—as if it were a small aside—that his main goal 
was to speak at the Council Meeting about invasive species. He received a response redirecting 
him to a donation link for the Tribe’s Community Affairs Committee, along with a short 
confirmation that he could speak for five minutes at the next meeting. Harris arrived at the 
reservation alone. 
“So, who wants to help pull some of that pesky toadflax at the Weed Workday?” Harris 
asked, standing separate from the Council Meeting members. He took in the room, noticing the 
tribe’s seal on a flagpole next to the US flag. He looked, hard, into the tired faces of the 23 men 
and women sitting around tables, bonded through Thursday evenings spent discussing pressing 
issues in the community. Surely someone was listening. Surely this issue was pressing. Two 
people wrote their names down- Harris’ lowest sign-up number yet.  
Native species are choked out by the presence of an intruder species. The invader’s 
aggressiveness and capability to spread with speed makes them higher risk, posing the biggest 
threats to native flora. An entire old-growth forest can be enveloped in months, forcing native 
plants to lie dormant or dead underground. 
 
Harris’ five minutes were running up. He stood before the Southern Ute Tribal Council 
and held up the sample bottle of Bert’s Blue herbicide for people to see. 
“This stuff. This weed killer will help solve a lot of your problems.” 
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The room stayed silent.  
Harris felt a wave of guilt rush through him. He gripped the bottle tighter and stuck to his 
rehearsed script. He had been sent to reservations across southern Colorado and Northern 
Arizona by EnviroWorkersUSA as part of the “Natives Supporting Native Plants” annual 
program.  
“It’s a powerful chemical mix, but it’ll do a lot of good.” 
Harris had applied for the Outreach Position under the job description’s promise of 
“lasting, meaningful work.” A woman in the room coughed. 
“I mean, these weeds are taking over town. They’re taking over your land. It’s ruining 
your ability to grow food.” He wanted to shout this last sentence. 
The more Harris spoke, the less understood he felt- by the Tribe, by EnviroWorkersUSA, 
by himself. He had gone off-script at this point, but his rambling speech didn’t feel any more 
effective.  
When treating infected areas, experts recommend delineating zones to mark the different 
sections of species’ spread. Without eradication efforts, invasive species could, bit by bit, 
suffocate the indigenous vegetation, putting millions into food insecurity and leaving economies 
bereft. 
 
 Harris wanted to flip the nearest table in front of him, where two men sat looking at the 
wall behind him. One man shook his long brown face slowly, firmly, acknowledging Harris’ 
discomfort. 
“Well, anyway, I guess that’s all I’ve got. Hope to see you out there tomorrow.”  
Harris left the meeting and walked down the ramp in the parking lot to his car. He stood 
outside of it, looking at the white and red brick buildings in the Whitford Complex. Harris was 
meant to wait until the meeting ended and “fraternize” with community members. He opened his 
car door. 
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Though it wasn’t late, no other people were out on the street, and no other cars were in 
the parking lot Harris stood in. He drove to his motel, listening to the car whir as he stopped and 
started at each light. There were two casinos on his way, lights glowing and numbers flashing. 
Harris saw a drug exchange happen in the parking lot of one of them. During his spiel at the 
meeting, Harris had tried emphasizing his point by naming all of the future catastrophes that 
invasive species would cause. Not a single Council member reacted, but worse, no one even 
looked at him.  
Even with eradication efforts, the damage caused by the fiercest invasive species has left 
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Trombones 
 
Declan, a pianist at the Cow & Pen speakeasy, was taking a break from playing when the 
bartender came up to him and set a drink of cognac on his piano. 
 “Here, this is for you.” 
 “I’m alright, thanks,” Declan said.  
 “I think you could use it.”  
 Declan set the drink down next to his piano bench. As if a 20-something kid could tell 
him what he needed.  
 “You’re radiating sadness, man. Maybe have a sip.” The bartender laid his hand on the 
piano. 
 “I’m alright.”  
 Fry, Declan’s friend of nearly 30 years, raised his eyebrows at him from behind the 
drums.   
 “Your music is great. I liked that last piece a lot,” the bartender said, before turning back 
to return to his counter. 
 “Thanks.” 
 Declan had lost his only son Aaron to suicide four years back, and ever since then, he had 
reverted to interacting with the world through means of necessity and obligation only, just as he 
had for the weeks following his grandmother’s death when he was in high school. Declan joined 
the speakeasy’s band after weeks of Fry relentlessly asking him to be their pianist, and only 
because it was easier to say yes than continuously let him down. Declan never married and had 
brought Aaron into his life through an adoption agency, but ever since his death, he had been 
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living alone. Fry and Declan’s parents were the only people he saw outside of work until this 
side gig.   
 The following evening, Declan walked up to the bartender and asked him his age. 
 “I’m 22,” he said. A year older than Aaron would be. 
 “Right, I thought you looked about that age. Just out of college?” 
 The kid nodded. 
 “Thanks for the drink last night,” Declan said. 
 “Yeah, of course.” 
 Declan looked at the bartender’s gauged ears and thought about what style his son would 
have come into had he made it this far. Had he been a good enough father. 
 “What brought you into this job? The bartending business?” 
 “Well, I finished up college in the spring and needed some money for the summer. Don’t 
really know what I’m doing with my life yet but this seemed like a cool place to work and my 
uncle told me they were hiring…” 
 The bartender’s laidback tone launched Declan into his memories. He recalled the way 
Aaron would talk about school whenever he asked him how his day was. Oh you know, just had 
some history class and learned a bit of Spanish. It was an okay day I guess… 
The tendency to trail off sentences as if they were about to say more but couldn’t decide 
if their next thought was worth sharing was both a striking and sad similarity between this young 
man and his son. 
 “Oh you’ve got time. Don’t worry. What’s your name?” Declan felt an urge to comfort 
the kid. 
 “I’m Shay. You’re Declan, right?” 
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 “Yeah, how’d you know?” 
 “Your friend Fry told me you were the best pianist in all of Greensboro.” 
 Declan looked at Fry, who was sipping on a beer and talking to their other bandmate 
Peter.  
 “Well, he’s just being boastful. But thanks.” 
 “You all makes my job more fun, you know, with the live music and all. And I love a 
good jazz song.” Shay walked back to the bar. He had a swagger in his stride, like he could talk 
to people twice his age and speak his mind, but Declan still sensed a shyness about him that so 
strongly reminded him of his son.  
 When the evening wound down, ladies in large hats and short dresses paired off to leave 
with men in suspenders and suede jackets. Fry came up to Declan.  
 “You crushed it on the piano.” 
 “Thanks, man, you too on the drums.” 
 “I saw you chatting with the bartender. He’s probably the youngest person in here by a 
good ten years.” 
“Yeah, I just met him last night actually when he brought me that free drink.” 
 “Well, he’s my buddy James’ nephew. A real good kid. Just finished up college.” 
 “Yeah, he mentioned that.” 
 “You know, he reminds me of Aaron.” 
 Declan flinched. Even though he said Aaron’s name in his head countless times 
throughout the day, it still stung to hear it out loud. Like the truth about his death was slapped in 
his face with the verbalization of his name. 
 “Yeah, I know. Hard not to see some similarities.” 
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 “He’s a good kid. Maybe you two would hit it off as friends if you hung out some time.”  
 Annoyance flicked through Declan’s eyes, but Fry had walked away. He hated 
unsolicited advice. 
 When Declan went home that evening, he poured himself some Hennessey and read 
through Aaron’s journals. He had done this frequently in the first few months after Aaron died, 
searching for explanations and an understanding. As time passed and he became accustomed to 
numbness, he looked for answers less and less. It wasn’t a form of acceptance as much as an 
avoidance of reality. Declan’s dreams that night were repeated vignettes of strangers and old 
elementary school teachers telling him his sad face was scaring the children. Declan woke up 
exhausted.  
 
 When he was in high school, Declan took piano lessons and split his time between 
playing his assigned weekly pieces and developing his own impressive mastery of memorized 
songs. He also threw himself into studying geography, birds, and radios—interests which he’d 
had since he was a kid. He would watch videos, read articles, and use whatever resources he 
could find to become the high school expert on these topics. When Aaron killed himself by 
drinking a quarter bottle of bleach, Declan turned that same obsessive studying habit into an in-
depth dive of learning about teen suicide, chemical poisoning, and adoption mortality rates. 
When he wasn’t working at the bank or playing piano, he would read up about youth deaths.  
Declan signed Aaron up for piano lessons the day he turned 8. He had wanted to teach 
him, but had been warned not to interfere in Aaron’s music education, so Aaron studied under a 
woman named Ruth. He had read that kids were more likely to pursue music if their interest in it 
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was separated from their parent’s. So Ruth taught Aaron everything from scales to key 
signatures. Declan listened daily as Aaron practiced in the evening. 
 As Declan and Shay began talking more regularly at the speakeasy, their friendship 
started to blossom. Shay had more than a few similarities to Aaron, and each reminder gave 
Declan a feeling of reliving his years as a father. During a set break between songs one night, 
Declan decided to buy Shay a drink. 
 “To return the favor,” Declan said, telling Shay to pour himself whatever fancy liquor 
he’d like. “It’s on me.” 
 “Thanks, Declan. As usual, you all sounded great. People were really out there dancing 
hard tonight.”  
 “Yeah they were, thanks to a solid bartender. An essential part of a speakeasy, I must 
say.”  
 Shay smiled as he wiped down the counter in front of Declan.  
 “Well, now you’re just being boastful. Like your friend.” Shay nodded toward where Fry 
stood, waiting in line for the bathroom. 
“He’s a good guy.” Declan thought about his conversation with Fry the night before. “I 
was wondering if you’d be interested in playing a board game together some time?”  
 Shay instinctively put his hand around his green braided bracelet and fiddled with its 
centerpiece. Declan had noticed he was always moving his fingers in some way, which reminded 
him of the way Aaron used to twist his thumb through the slack of the thin silver chain necklace 
he used to wear. Declan kept that necklace at his office desk following his death.  
 “That’d be awesome. I work another job in the daytime, so maybe a Thursday late 
afternoon?”  
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 They agreed to a time and when the day came, Declan prepared a snack of pretzels and 
melted cheddar cheese sauce. Aaron’s favorite.  
 “This stuff looks great,” Shay said, eyeing the pretzels, “but I’m allergic to dairy. Thanks 
for the snack though.” 
 Declan wanted to yell But this is your favorite snack! You love this stuff! 
 “Oh. Do you like pretzels?” 
 Shay nodded and they continued talking.  
 As they discussed the best costumes they’d seen people wear at the speakeasy, Shay 
noticed a photo of Aaron hanging in Declan’s kitchen.  
 “Who’s that?” 
 “That’s my son, Aaron.” 
 “He looks young, is he in high school?” 
 “Was. He was in high school, yeah.” 
 Declan was used to being asked about Aaron, by neighbors, relatives, and coworkers. He 
could play the mourning-but-stoic father figure well at this point, but few people knew the depths 
of his grief. Something about the way Shay asked about Aaron made Declan’s chest heavy.  
 “He looks like such a nice guy. If he’s anything like you, I bet we’d be good friends.”  
 “He was a good kid. Miss him.” 
Shay picked up a pretzel and let the room be silent for a minute. “I don’t think I’ve had 
someone prepare me a snack since I was in middle school.” 
“It’s the least I can do. I know what it’s like to be right out of college. It’s like the world 
is telling you, ‘alright, it’s your life, now go live it.’ But there are so many options and so few at 
the same time that it’s a lot of things to feel all at once.”  
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When Declan described this feeling, he looked down at Shay’s hands and saw he was 
tracing circles on the kitchen table, shaking his head in agreement with Declan’s proclamations.  
As Shay started telling Declan about what he did in college, Declan let his mind wander 
to Aaron’s lost life and his lost opportunities as a father. 
“I was in a club for programming robots, and we had a competition in New Orleans 
during my sophomore spring. We didn’t place in the tournament or anything, but it was a pretty 
fun trip.” 
When Shay showed Declan a photo from his weekend in Louisiana, Declan again noticed 
the pang in his heart. Aaron did Quiz Bowl in 7th grade. He had declared that he was going to be 
a world-class champion in quiz bowl material. He got pretty good and was able to beat most of 
his classmates after a few months. Then, a year later, his claim turned to becoming a world-class 
champion in fencing. He made varsity in the first round of tryouts. Then he gave wrestling a try 
and quit once he was successful at beating a kid in a weight group above him. He eventually 
returned to Quiz Bowl again when he started high school, and he led his team to the state 
competition as a freshman.  
“That’s wonderful. I’ve always wanted to visit that city. Did you ever do Quiz Bowl 
growing up?” 
Shay shook his head no. Declan’s stomach dropped momentarily as a wave of 
disappointment washed over him.  
“Well I think you might have liked it.” 
Declan realized part of the disappointment he felt was in himself for making so many 
comparisons.  
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While Declan and Shay continued talking, Declan opened up about his classical training 
in piano. For his first year of college, Declan had attended an art conservatory for young 
musicians. He dropped out after a year because of expenses, but it had been Declan’s dream to 
send a kid there. His kid. Aaron.  
“I always wanted to have music lessons,” Shay said. “Never learned a damn thing in my 
elementary school music classes, and that was the last time I ever had any formal education 
about music. It’s been a while…” 
Declan watched as Shay again trailed off with his sentence and rolled his bracelet around 
his wrist. 
“What instrument would you play? If you could have chosen any to learn?” 
“Trombone. It just looks so fun, and it’s good for the low register. I love the lower notes 
in pieces.” 
It was hard to picture Shay on the trombone since he had already been envisioning him 
on piano. 
“I bet you’d be good at it if you gave it a try.” 
Shay took another bite of pretzel and explained how he had listened to albums of Etta 
James and B.B. King growing up. Part of his calling to working at the speakeasy came from a 
longtime interest in old music. Declan leaned in as Shay told stories of how, every year, he’d ask 
for a trombone for his birthday. Every year, his step-mom promised she’d get him one, but every 
year, she seemed to forget. 
“And I felt like such a brat if I were to bring it up. She got me nice things for my 
birthday, so I can’t complain. She and my dad even helped pay for my college. But growing up, 
and even now, it just feels sometimes like they don’t listen.” 
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While Declan pulled out some of the board games he’d nearly thrown away after Aaron’s 
death, he watched as Shay flicked some of his hair out of his face. It was shaggy and overgrown 
in both the front and the back. Despite the confidence he exuded in the bar scene, Shay’s general 
demeanor was that of someone with low self-esteem who preferred to hide behind his hair until a 
burst of confidence poked through momentarily.  
The games were dusty, but Declan knew the rules to all of them. They settled on 
Backgammon and played game after game while talking for the next two hours.  
After Shay closed the door and drove away, Declan whispered, “bye, son” at his empty 
front room, still filled with pairs of old sneakers and sandals that Aaron had left behind. He had 
wanted to hug Shay.  
As the weeks passed and the hot summer days got shorter, Declan invited Shay to more 
and more outings. They went fly-fishing, made homemade pizza, and saw countless live music 
performances together. He took him to everything he had wanted to take Aaron to. He hoped 
people saw them together and thought they were a family. Fry joined sometimes, but mostly, it 
was just the two of them. One evening as they were leaving a concert at the North Carolina 
Symphony—Declan’s treat—they started talking about Shay’s plans for the fall. 
“I think I want to use my degree,” Shay announced.  
“Seems like a good idea.” 
“I saw a place in Baltimore that was hiring history majors to teach high school. It’s 
exactly what I want to do, but I haven’t even told my parents yet.” 
 “Nice.” 
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Declan didn’t mean to be terse with Shay, but the idea of losing someone close to him 
again made him uncomfortable. He thought about what he’d say if Aaron had suggested this plan 
to him. 
“The only problem is, the application deadline passed two days ago.” 
Shay had cut his long hair but was still used to running his hands through it, so now he 
just pulled at little stray strands that hung on his neck.   
“What? Why didn’t you apply?” 
“I don’t know, I feel like I’m comfortable around here and I kind of like that and…” 
Shay lifted his jacket zipper up and down. 
“What’s the name of the place?” 
Shay described the entire organization and Declan saw a light in his eyes as he listened to 
Shay talk about teaching. He felt the familiar pang of disappointment, again in himself, for his 
earlier reaction.  
“Well, I think you should call them right away and send in your application. Have you 
made the cover letter?” 
Shay nodded. He’d filled out the entire application and hadn’t sent it in. 
“Do you promise you’ll call them and do everything you can to convince them they need 
your application?” 
Shay nodded again. He looked like he wished he still had his shaggy hair to hide behind, 
but he remained looking Declan in the eyes.  
“Good, then I’ll see you at the speakeasy tomorrow night.” 
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Declan felt closer to Shay in that moment than he had all summer. When he went home, 
he thought about how his life had changed so fast in a few weeks’ time. He wondered what 
Aaron’s first job would have been. His chest hurt.  
When Declan saw Fry in the parking lot of the speakeasy, Declan broke the news. 
“Fry, did you know Shay is thinking about moving to Baltimore to teach?”  
“No, but I bet he’d be good at it. And that haircut should help him get hired.”  
“Well, he didn’t send in his application on time but hopefully they’ll accept a late 
submission. Anyway, I was thinking of getting him a gift before he goes. He’s been fun to have 
around and all.” 
“Yeah, I’ll miss that kid. What type of gift are you thinking?” 
“He reminds me so much of Aaron, and he’s always fiddling his fingers, so I thought a 
keyboard could be nice.”  
“That’s a great idea. Do you think he wants to learn piano?” 
Declan pictured Shay performing piano songs for his class, making up rhymes about 
history and teaching students how to play. Although Shay had never expressed interest in piano, 
Declan saw in him endless potential.  
“I can’t see why not.” 
“Then I bet he’ll love it.”   
When Shay told Declan a few days later that he’d been offered the teaching position, 
Declan congratulated him. 
Declan had been searching for a keyboard on the internet and found one, contacted the 
seller, and had it on hold. He was just waiting to hear if Shay got the job. 
“How do you feel?” Declan asked. 
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“Amazing. Scared. Excited. My parents seemed happy for me but also surprised. They 
said they never knew I liked history or teaching that much. But I majored in history and am 
always talking about it. I swear it’s like they don’t listen.” 
Shay wasn’t fidgeting and instead had his hands in his pockets, shoulders rolled back. He 
looked like a grown man. 
“Well, I’ve got a goodbye gift for you,” Declan said. 
Declan could see Shay smiling at him.  
“Really?” 
He nodded.  
“Let’s meet at the Brass, Horns, and Strings shop on West Main tomorrow.” 
Declan knew, then, that he wouldn’t be getting Shay a keyboard.  
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Expansions 
 
Our house faced West. It looked directly at the foothills of Northern Colorado until our 
neighbor’s house expansion was built right in front of ours. The worst part about it is that they 
didn’t quite bother to go the full nine yards and block our view entirely. That would have been 
“too much,” they assured us, when they told us about their expansion. And we couldn’t even be 
mad at them for it because the husband told us, in earnest pain, that his in-law was moving in and 
that he had no say in the matter, and that the only way they could accommodate the octogenarian 
was by adding an additional bedroom and bathroom.  
 Mary and I were lucky because each of us only had one parent left, and neither of us had 
a particularly strong relationship with them, so no one was ever going to move in with us. We 
were lucky in lots of ways besides that, too. Like, Mary could never have kids, so we’re lucky 
we never had to deal with finding a babysitter we could trust, or paying for college. And I was 
allergic to dogs and cats, so we never went through the hardships of training a puppy or kitten, or 
having to handle vet visits. Or putting down a beloved pet. 
 At night, we played solitaire, individually but at the same table. It didn’t need to be said, 
but we knew that we wouldn’t have this freedom if we had in-laws or kids. We didn’t need to 
repeatedly explain the rules to simple card games, or clean up messes, or argue about curfews.  
 A few weeks after the expansion was finished, Mary and I sat at our bedroom table 
watching as Bill struggled to carry seven enormous suitcases and a wooden dresser for his in-
law. The old woman, our newest elderly neighbor, smiled big while holding her daughter’s arm 
as she got out of the car.  
 “Well,” I said. “I miss our view.” 
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And now, our early mornings are spent watching, silently, the scenes of Bill and his 
family as they have breakfast together. 
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Blackout Poetry 
What does one do with unfinished stories? The drafts which never make it past their early 
stages? The potential that’s floating around but isn’t laying out right in a story format? My 
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4. You Look Like the Type 
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“I Am” Poem 
I wrote this poem July 11th, 2018, but it feels worthwhile to include as a final piece in this 
collection. The “assignment” was to write a poem that had at least 10 lines starting with the 
words “I am.” Another writing challenge for those of you reading this.   
 
 
I am not an award-winning architect 
but I can still create complex castles in my mind. 
I am not a published poet 
but I can still write captivating, thought-provoking lines. 
I am not a famous botanist 
 but I can still appreciate the flowers, leaves, and trees. 
I am not an accomplished musician 
 but I can still hear songs when I listen to the breeze. 
I am not an Olympic athlete 
 but I can still use my body in an empowering way. 
I am not a university professor 
 but I can still teach and be taught new things every day. 
I am not a professional photographer 
 but I can still see beauty and moments worth keeping. 
I am not a specialized historian 
 but I can still tell old stories where listeners leave weeping. 
I am not an elected official 
 but I can still help those around me when I find people in need. 
I am not a religious figure 
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 but I can still work to end the world’s suffering, grief, and greed. 
 
I am an avid dreamer 
 and I will never cease to show how much I care. 
I am a firm believer 
 that there’s goodness to be found everywhere. 
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Epilogue 
This thesis wouldn’t be complete without a gratitude list. Call it an epilogue, “Maiya’s 
final farewell to her thesis,” or even just a little “thank you for reading” paragraph, but whatever 
this is, it’s an essential closure piece to my work. This thesis wouldn’t have happened if my 
classmates and professor, Daniel Wallace, hadn’t gone above and beyond the call of class duty. 
On the fifth floor of Greenlaw Hall, through Zoom meetings from across the state, in email 
chains and hilarious GroupMe messages, the people in this class transitioned from strangers to 
confidantes. They became part of my social circle and my life.  
In class, our discussions covered much more than just story critiques. We talked about 
how things were in the world and with each other. We shared food, stories about our days, and 
fears about our futures. We grew together. Every single person’s opinion in this class helped 
change the way I view writing, and every time I read and write a story going forward, I’ll be 
thinking about the story from my classmates’ and professor’s eyes. My ability to critique a story 
has gained depth, but more importantly, my ability to understand life has gained depth. In baring 
our souls and the inner workings of our brains to one another, we’ve developed a bond that will 
last beyond this academic year. As we enter the world of post-college life and spread our wings 
individually, we’ll know we have a support system just a call or email away, ready to help 
remind us that we know how to bring the thunder. Because as a class, we brought the thunder.  
For all that this year has given me, I have my little literary family to thank.  
 
  
 
